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The Principled Legal Firm: Insights into the Professional Ideals and Ethical Values of 
Partners and Lawyers 
 
ABSTRACT. Understanding how the professional ideals and values of partners influence 
lawyer everyday life is a relatively unexplored area given the inherent difficulties of gaining 
access to lawyers. This case study sheds light on the professional ideals and ethical values of 
partners and lawyers in a mid-tier Sydney law firm. Semi-structured interviews with partners 
and lawyers/legal clerks reveal how partners’ professional ideals and ethical values play a 
pivotal role in: (1) upholding positive normative evaluations of lawyer/firm propriety (moral 
legitimacy), (2) stressing the importance of a balanced working life (cognitive legitimacy), 
and (3) satisfying younger lawyers’ needs for personal support, autonomy and responsibility 
(pragmatic legitimacy). The principled actions of partners are portrayed as the cornerstone of 
shaping a moral community in legal practice.  
 
KEY WORDS: ethical values, lawyers, moral community, professional ideals 
 
Introduction  
Understanding the professional conduct of lawyers has long been a central interest of scholars 
and practitioners (Linowitz, 1994; Mescher, 2008; Wallace and Kay, 2008). What constitutes 
proper lawyer behavior remains a fascinating question given “moral values underpin much of 
the law” (Mescher, 2008, p. 914) and lawyers “develop different versions of the professional 
ideal in response to a variety of political, ideological, and situational concerns” (Nelson and 
Trubek, 1992, p. 179). These concerns often reflect the specialized work undertaken by 
lawyers, the size/location of the practice, the nature of the clientele, and the “values, 
ideologies or legal-cultural orientations that lawyers conform to” (Tomasic, 1983, p.449). For 
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example, in large top-tier firms partners’ client-driven ideals of professional practice may 
motivate sufficient numbers of associates to work sixty hour weeks and be seen as ‘the price 
you have to pay’ for acquiring material rewards and achieving partner status levels within the 
firm and profession (Galanter and Palay, 1991). In similar sized firms, associates may judge 
such client-driven ideals as improper by pointing to long working hours, routine ‘discovery’ 
tasks, and the prevalence of an ‘up or out’ culture (Boon, 2005; Pryor, 2008). Crucially, the 
extent to which lawyer behavior is judged proper or improper will depend on the way lawyers 
organize their practices and the extent to which specific values and professional ideals are 
socially constructed and understood. 
Although ideological beliefs and values orientations have been construed as important 
elements in understanding lawyer behavior, person and situation-specific aspects of lawyer 
practice are not well described in the literature. This may be because of the inherent difficulty 
of gaining access to lawyers and the ‘time is money’ contexts in which they practice. 
However, without these insights we cannot categorically state the current boundaries of the 
lawyer role in terms of professional and moral standards (Sama and Shoaf, 2008). Nor can we 
easily refute blanket notions that lawyers are simply ‘guns for hire’ pursuing monetary 
rewards above all else on behalf of their demanding corporate clients (Linowitz, 1994; 
Mescher, 2008). 
Given little research has been conducted on the “personal dimension in ethics” and 
specifically the role ethical values play in shaping individual behavior in a corporate setting 
(Solomon, 1993, p. 29), this study set out to explore the professional ideals and ethical values 
of lawyers in one professional practice. The central aim of the study was twofold: (1) to 
explore the ideological beliefs partners and other lawyers in the firm held in respect to key 
aspects of their work and professional occupation and (2) to examine the role partners’ 
professional ideals and personal values played in guiding lawyer behavior in the firm. 
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Framing the study was Nelson’s (1988) depiction of lawyer practice as one that is founded on 
a particular ideology of professionalism that reflects internal, social and local factors such as 
the values and motivations of lawyers, the client base, the size of the firm and its history. In 
this vein, professional ideologies were conceived as “emotionalized, action-oriented beliefs 
held by members of an occupation about their work” (Trice, 1993, p. 48) and treated as 
important frames of reference for understanding the everyday life of lawyers (Nelson and 
Trubek, 1992).  
This understanding also extended professional ideologies into the realms of legitimacy and 
specifically how partners may encourage and legitimate particular work activity as “desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 577). Given that lawyer professionalism is imbued with 
moral obligations such as demonstrating “professional courtesy in all dealings with clients, 
the courts, the community and other lawyers” (Alston, 2008, p.21) and the firm under study 
has an established history of working for church orders and not-for-profit organizations, it 
was thought professional ideologies might provide insights into how a “sense of place within 
a moral order” might be created (Trice, 1993, p. 67). That is, from a moral order standpoint 
ideologies might serve to legitimate certain work activity as promoting societal welfare and 
having higher value compared to work activity based solely around economic, self-interest 
motives. At the core of the theoretical analysis is the assumption that lawyers are obliged to 
fulfil legitimate social roles as part of their practice and as such lawyers’ professional ideals 
and ethical values are central to shaping the moral tenor of legal practice (Davis, 2002). To 
elucidate how such a moral order might be established, Suchman’s (1995) framework on 
managing legitimacy was adopted. This is revealed next in three related forms of legitimacy: 
moral legitimacy (i.e. positive normative evaluations of lawyer/firm propriety), cognitive 
legitimacy (i.e. taken for granted assumptions of what is appropriate lawyer/firm behavior), 
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and pragmatic legitimacy (i.e. pragmatic assessments of what works well for lawyers and 
what is best for the firm).  
 
Moral legitimacy 
Moral legitimacy reflects a “positive normative evaluation of the organization and its 
activities” [and rests] on “judgments about whether the activity is ‘the right thing to 
do’”(Suchman, 1995, p. 579). At its core, moral legitimacy rests on credible collective 
accounts or rationale for what the organization is doing and why; these accounts often reflect 
a prosocial logic and stress the organization’s good character, predictability and 
trustworthiness. Positive judgments of a firm’s moral legitimacy may be based on what the 
firm has accomplished (e.g. winning high profile cases against tobacco companies), on the 
type of work the firm engages in (e.g. personal injury work whereby large corporate entities 
are ‘demonized’) and the socially acceptable work structures it has embraced (e.g. family-
friendly working hours). Moral legitimacy may also rest on evaluations made by others of the 
firm’s partners and their respective personal virtues – both forms of moral legitimacy are 
elaborated on in the case study. 
 
Professional ideals 
Professional ideals form part of the general theory of professional obligations. Underpinning 
this view of professional behavior is the concept of obligation and duty of service including 
service to the general public, to the client, and to the profession (Davis, 2002). The notion of 
professional service obligations embraces a legalistic sense of duty to clients and acting in 
their best interests and also extends to principles from the moral law such as being aware of 
the impact of client activities on third parties and treating all people justly without 
discrimination. These principles, as codified in statements of ethics and professional 
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responsibility issued to every practicing lawyer in Australia, make it abundantly clear how 
morality is linked to notions of duty and professional obligation (Ross, 2010). 
 
Ethical values 
As core cognitive beliefs, ethical values transcend specific situations and serve as guiding 
principles in lawyer’s lives when legal problems are placed within a moral framework (Ross, 
2010). Ethical values and their associated philosophies attach meaning and importance to 
certain attitudes and action; this meaning enables lawyers to develop sensitivity and judgment 
to what is appropriate behavior in a given situation (Rest and Narváez, 1994). By inculcating 
a strong understanding of what constitutes moral action in terms of their own personal ethical 
framework, a lawyer may go beyond the rules of the law and extend professional codes of 
conduct into all aspects of social life.1  
Two ethical philosophies are particularly relevant to the discussion of what constitutes 
moral legitimacy in the legal profession: Kant’s ethical duties view that morality is 
inextricably tied to rationality and the application of logically consistent maxims or 
principles, and Aristotle’s virtue ethics view that morality is manifest foremost in the 
character and integrity of a person (Grace and Cohen, 2010). Following Kantian-type logic, 
lawyers act ethically when they seek logical consistency between their ethical beliefs and 
actions and subjectively choose acts that are consistent with accepted standards of the moral 
law. For example, actions that are logically consistent with the maxim of treating others with 
respect and dignity will be judged morally legitimate by clients, the public and the profession 
given this maxim fuses with socially acceptable principles of ‘rightness’. Actions judged as 
lacking any moral legitimacy will often be seen as self-interested manipulation, hollow empty 
gestures that fail to promote societal welfare. 
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An Aristotelian approach to ethics by contrast focuses not on the abstract reasoning or 
principles used by the decision maker but on the requisite “character of the person performing 
the action” (Grace and Cohen, 2010, p. 21). Aristotle believed moral behavior to be firmly 
based on the cultivation of individual virtues such as integrity, judgment, and empathy – 
these character forming virtues “get cultivated first, philosophical ethics – if one is lucky 
enough to study in the right academy – afterwards” (Solomon, 1993, p. 35). Hence, from an 
Aristotelian perspective, moral legitimacy reflects a lawyer’s ethos and the kinds of character 
traits others attribute to that person. These traits may reflect strongly on a lawyer’s “good up-
bringing” and “proper education” and less on their ability to apply abstract moral theory to 
practical situations (Solomon, 1993, p. 40).  
 
Cognitive legitimacy 
Cognitive legitimacy is grounded in accepted definitions of appropriateness and 
interpretability and as a perception or assumption represents a “reaction of observers to the 
organization as they see it” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Organizational activity construed as 
legitimate will generally be seen as plausible, necessary and inevitable based on some taken-
for-granted cultural account. For example, a firm that devotes a proportion of its time to pro 
bono work may have the affirmative backing of its lawyers if the work meshes seamlessly 
with the firm’s established history of personal injury/social justice work. When any work 
activity is regarded as a ‘given’, a continuation of something that has been established over 
time, it generally proves more “predictable, meaningful, and inviting” to a social group 
(Suchman, 1995, p. 582). Taken-for-granted aspects of organizational life are perhaps the 
most powerful sources of legitimacy given the common response of people not to question 
the status quo and to accept structures that seem to be permanent and working well (as 
justified in the golden rule, ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’).  
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Pragmatic legitimacy 
Pragmatic legitimacy “rests on the self-interested calculations of an organization’s most 
immediate audiences” (Suchman, 1995, p. 578). This immediate exchange in a legal firm is 
often between partners and associates and lawyers and clients and involves some evaluation 
of organization action in respect to how it benefits a particular individual or group. As an 
economic exchange, pragmatic legitimacy may boil down to partners addressing the question 
‘what’s in it for me’ by providing lawyers in the firm with monetary incentives for taking on 
additional client roles and duties. As an influence exchange, pragmatic legitimacy may rest 
on lawyers gaining a greater voice on decisions that impact their daily working lives (‘what’s 
in it for us’). As technology blurs the boundaries between work and home life, pragmatic 
legitimacy is increasingly reflecting lawyers’ social-moral concerns about working hours, 
billing targets, flexible working arrangements and how lawyers are respected and treated at 
work (Eyers, 2008; Pheasant, 2002).  
 
Case study 
Bensons (a pseudonym) is a mid-tier firm (122 employees) with its main office in Sydney. It 
specializes in personal injury (45 per cent) work and also offers services in commercial 
litigation and dispute resolution (20 per cent), property law (15 per cent), employment and 
industrial relations (10 per cent), and probate, wills and estate planning (10 per cent). 
Founded in 1899, the family firm has an established reputation for personal client contact and 
service, particularly in respect to work for not-for-profit organizations and church orders. 
Throughout its history, the firm has strived to combat perceived injustice by acting as 
champions for people in dire straits referred to in the vernacular as the ‘Aussie battler’. 
Recently, the firm has expanded and taken on commercial work for a number of large 
corporate entities. Time recording and fees billed targets are set for all practitioners (e.g. 
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lawyers engaged in personal injury service between 100 and 120 clients per year). Although 
these targets are average by industry standards, there is a high expectation to meet the 
standards. Occupying two floors of its functional Sydney offices, the firm is focused on 
maintaining its family orientation and preserving a stable partnership which manages to 
balance the concerns of staff whilst servicing the demands of individual clients.  
 
Data collection and analysis  
Access to the firm was made possible by the firm’s general manager expressing interest in the 
project at a legal management conference in Sydney. Subsequently, partners and lawyers 
were invited to participate in a project exploring the values and working relationships of 
lawyers.2 In December 2008, interviews were conducted with eight lawyers (six female, two 
male), two legal clerks (one male, one female), and six partners (five male, one female) 
responsible for a major area of work. The average age of lawyers/legal clerks was 
approximately twenty-seven and for partners fifty-three. All of the lawyers/legal clerks had 
less than three years of experience within the firm and spent most of their time in litigation 
work. By contrast, partners had more than ten years experience within the firm (two senior 
partners had amassed forty-five and forty-nine years experience as lawyers) and were 
engaged in litigation and property related work.  
A protocol was developed to ensure a consistent approach to the interviews (Yin, 2003). 
Interviews were designed as structured conversations and contained a number of probes to 
elicit sufficient depth and detail from respondents (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). In order to tap-
into respondents’ ideologies and values orientations with respect to their work and 
profession, questions were prepared around ideal aspects of professional practice as discussed 
in Wallace and Kay’s (2008) study of legal firms. Consequently, partners and lawyers were 
asked to explain what autonomy, flexibility, work ethic, and success means to them in their 
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work. Since these conceptions of professional practice help to justify individual-organization 
success and goal achievement (Beyer, 1981), they were considered ideal mechanisms for 
imbuing meaning into what lawyers thought they should do (and not do) in their legal 
practice. To make sense of professional ideals in the workplace, respondents were also asked 
to: (1) state their reasons and motivation for beginning a career in law, (2) describe key 
aspects of their role and working relationships, and (3) comment on professional ideals that 
they hold dear.  
All interviews were recorded (each interview lasted on average fifty-five minutes), 
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed by the author. Transcripts were read a number of times 
before qualitative coding techniques were utilized to describe events and contexts and to 
develop categories and themes (Morse and Richards, 2002). Codes were often grounded in 
the words of respondents to prevent categories being formed at too high a level of abstraction. 
The interpretation of data was aided by written feedback from individual partners; this 
resulted in no changes being made to the interview data. 
 
Findings 
Moral legitimacy 
Partners’ ideals in respect to helping individual clients reflected a strong sense of moral 
legitimacy in being “the right thing to do” (Suchman, 1995, p. 579). Partners measured their 
own success in terms of fighting the good fight and directly affecting the lives of people. 
These judgments reflected not just a dedication to serving clients and their needs, but a 
professional obligation couched in terms of a social contract with society (Davis, 2002). This 
social contract is honored when the firm takes on personal injury work that other firms would 
refuse, acts for religious orders, and wins cases that are socially just and desirable. Actively 
helping individual clients in times of need also seemed to be tied to each partner’s sense of 
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professional identity. A senior partner recollected: “I got satisfaction from helping people as 
soon as I started practicing law” and “if I was acting for insurance companies it’s too 
impersonal, you don’t directly affect the lives of people”. A younger partner concurred with 
this viewpoint echoing that “an important part of the law is to help people in dire straits; 
helping individuals is more rewarding than fixing a corporate problem”. He added “success to 
me is putting a smile on someone’s face, solving their problem, digging them out of the mud, 
and giving them a sense of peace”. A female partner affirmed the motivating force of 
representing individual clients in dire straits:  
 
success is defined if you can handle a lot of clients well… keep them happy. I prefer to act 
for individuals, more [job] satisfaction, get a kick out of winning a fight against a 
corporate/insurance claim…we take on a lot of personal injury work that others 
wouldn’t… we attract people that otherwise wouldn’t be represented… that’s important to 
me, for me the driving factor is the individual client representation. 
 
Partners’ ethical values also played a pivotal role in upholding positive evaluations of firm 
propriety. For example, in the legal domain my word is my bond is imbued with values of 
personal integrity and professional reputation. Two senior partners shuddered when they 
considered these values might be sacrificed or replaced in a climate of changing business 
practice: 
 
…we would almost dismiss someone if they gave their word and didn’t keep it on a 
serious matter… [Interviewer: so that’s a clear line in the sand?]… yes, that is a very clear 
line, I guess it’s fair to say that unfortunately in this day and age a word being your bond 
is not quite so readily accepted… it should be, and certainly I’m sure this policy applies 
although I’m no longer managing partner, I’m sure this still applies here. 
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I deal a reasonable amount with country solicitors and their word is their bond, because if 
it wasn’t you couldn’t conduct business… that was a driver when I first started law but it’s 
not a driver anymore in Sydney… in my first 20 years of law, if I said to another solicitor 
I’ll undertake to do that, he would accept that unequivocally, now [today] they’ll say 
“you’ll have to put your undertaking in writing”…I nearly slammed the phone down. 
 
Lawyers identified with the firm’s family/Catholic connections and partners’ commitment 
to church orders and aid groups. A law clerk said she liked the firm’s Christian values, even 
though “I’m not religious at all”. A female lawyer added that she was Catholic, and knowing 
that “partners have that [Catholic] background and they actually do a lot of work for the 
church really attracted me…so I fit right in”. Another affirmed her positive regard for the 
firm’s traditional values and beliefs and the fact she can “share these with colleagues without 
reservation”. She added, partners “have the right values, moral and professional” and that she 
“would really like to be able to follow those values rather than be out of it and in that way I 
want to meet that expectation”. 
 
A number of lawyers measured their own success in moral, prosocial terms of being “in-
tune with people”, getting a “reputation for being fair”, not “ripping people off and charging 
them a huge amount” and being “known as a good person that tries their best”. One mature-
aged male lawyer acknowledged material success (“nice house, big car, paid well”) and 
status success (“whether you are partner, associate”) but thought success “goes more broadly 
than that”. A female lawyer stated her meaning of success in terms of acting ethically and 
building reputation in the profession:  
 
…at no point do you say to yourself “two wrongs make a right” and I now pull people up 
about it, I point it out but don’t stoop down to their level because eventually reputation in 
this profession means a lot, at the end of the day our reputation is our intellectual 
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knowledge, if you are not acting with the ethics and morals of what is required of the 
profession then reputation and knowledge goes down the drain. 
 
Cognitive legitimacy  
Partners and lawyers’ comments conveyed a number of taken-for-granted assumptions in 
respect to the firm’s work ethic and balanced working culture. Lawyer’s daily work-life 
seemed to mesh with larger belief systems enunciated by two senior partners that there should 
be some degree of balance between “serving the needs of clients” and “deriving enjoyment 
from the work”. Two senior partners expressed these beliefs in decisions not to hire 
individuals that do not fit this mode of working and in dismay for bigger firms that 
consciously “use up” younger people by requiring them to work excessive hours (Fry and 
Cohen, 2009): 
 
I suppose always I have regarded the law as a way in which, particularly Bensons, as a 
place you can make a reasonable living and enjoy your work… so both being important… 
achieving those two things is very much in my mind all you can want from the law… there 
was an opportunity to engage someone [going back 20 years ago or more] who without 
any doubt would have been a great fee earner but I knew this person had an abrasive 
personality and even though he would have brought in a very large amount of cash to the 
firm, I didn’t have the slightest inclination to ask him to join us. 
  
…we have a work ethic but we insist on a lifestyle too… nobody is expected to work to 
7pm…it’s a very conscious thing, what the large firms are doing to young people is 
destroying them… I suppose it must work for the big firms because they keep doing that… 
maybe they have transactions that need to be completed around the clock, we don’t ever 
get caught up in that. 
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Lawyers expressed positive sentiments in respect to balanced working hours which 
enabled work deadlines to be met whilst simultaneously allowing time to be spent at home in 
the evenings with family. One female lawyer remarked that the “firm told me from day one 
that we don’t expect you to work a long number of hours, we just want you to do a good job 
for the 8 hours of the day and go home to the family and rest”. Another female lawyer 
confirmed this arrangement saying “we’re quite lucky we don’t have crazy times, some 
nights you are here to 9/10 pm but that is not standard… if you are here it’s because you have 
got work [to do] and everyone knows work can wait another day”.  
 
Pragmatic legitimacy 
Comments made by lawyers suggest partners have successfully worked out how to satisfy 
lawyers’ needs for personal support, autonomy and responsibility. Lawyers made reference to 
the fact partners had placed a substantial degree of confidence in them to handle individual 
client files. Having the independence to contact individual clients directly was viewed 
positively as a sign of faith in their ability to take-on complex tasks and to be held 
responsible for their decisions. Such confidence is encouraged by “sink or swim” and 
“assistance when required” partner principles: 
 
From day one when I started as a graduate lawyer, not yet admitted into practice, but I was 
still given carriage over my own files which were overseen by the partner I worked for… 
might be all sorts of things, conferences with clients and barristers, going to court, yet I 
don’t have a safety blanket now where your partner holds your hand through it, sink or 
swim is the approach when you start but I think the partners are smart enough to know 
whenever someone is capable of doing the work or not. (lawyer, male) 
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I think it’s important making your own decisions… at some other firms you might not be 
able to contact individual clients directly, you would have to speak to a partner first or the 
phone would be in the middle and you do a conference call… whereas here I work under 
[partner’s name] and he is really easygoing and only when I think the matter is pretty 
sticky and the potential for it to blow up then I get him on it, otherwise he’s happy for me 
to do what’s best which makes me feel he’s confident in me… I still like to have someone 
there to assist when required. (lawyer, female) 
 
Being able to approach someone with a question was also viewed positively by all of the 
lawyers as a clear sign that partners were listening and willing to help. As one lawyer stated: 
“its particularly good about this firm, there is no sort of team boundaries, you can ask 
anybody for help… most of the partners are pretty flexible like this”. An open, supportive 
work environment was often contrasted with a shared perception of larger firms as 
impersonal places where lawyers cannot get easy access to partners: 
 
…I came here and met a few people, it didn’t seem a big firm where you would probably 
be stuck in the corner photocopying your whole life, everyone took an interest in you from 
the managing partner down to the secretaries to like you know the receptionist, everyone 
wanted to know who you were, where you were from, what you do and also they seemed 
to be quite keen on progressing your career as well …in a big firm I would perhaps be a 
bit lost. (lawyer, female) 
 
The culture here is excellent, it’s for example a true open-door policy where I can go up to 
anyone and ask them a question irrespective of their position… this certainly wouldn’t 
occur in a top-tier law firm, you just couldn’t walk up to a partner and say explain this to 
me, that’s one good thing. (legal clerk, male) 
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Discussion 
A key purpose of ideology is to legitimize certain beliefs and make them the focus of 
meaning for the conduct of individual and organizational life (Beyer, 1981). In this firm, 
partners’ guiding principles in respect to lawyer morality (e.g. “my word is my bond”), the 
treatment of individual clients (“help people in dire straits”) and other lawyers (“don’t use up 
people with long working hours”) act as a moral glue in promoting strong ethical norms for 
everyday life within the firm (Jones, 1991). These guiding principles promote reciprocal and 
positive social interaction among partners, lawyers and clients, a process condition associated 
with a ‘moral community’ (DiNorcia, 2002; Sama and Shoaf, 2008), given they are founded 
on Christian virtues of moral goodness that are worthy of collective pursuit (Heugens et al., 
2008). By integrating legal practice with personal and community values based on Christian 
standards of morality, partners have effectively fused ideals of lawyer/firm moral propriety 
with what is good for staff (balanced working hours, personal support) and what is good for 
society as a whole (trustworthy, honest lawyer behavior). The reward for such principled 
action is a ‘goodness payoff’, a moral community status in which lawyers identify with, and 
judge their own success, in prosocial terms as engaging in work that is socially just and 
desirable (Heugens et al., 2008).  
Central to the process of fostering a moral community in professional practice are the 
ethical principles modelled by leaders (Sama and Shoaf, 2008). Ethical principles stimulate 
the development of moral communities in professional practice when they go beyond the 
technical requirements of the task at hand and evoke moral virtue qualities like integrity, 
reputation, and self-regulation. These principles resonate with professionals given they are 
typically associated with duty of service obligations and ethical codes of professional conduct 
– codes which professionals must adhere to for licensing, certification and training 
requirements (Alston, 1998). Leaders help foster moral communities by transcending self-
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interest and measuring their own, others and the organization’s success in terms of sound 
moral principles. Partners in this firm evoke a Kantian principle of duty to vulnerable persons 
when they question the practice of extended working hours in bigger firms and its impact on 
younger lawyers (Fry and Cohen, 2009). The importance of a working to live culture where 
personal and working lives are integrated (Burke, 2009) is also demonstrated by a 
commitment to family-friendly working hours and by decisions not to hire people who are 
ruled by materialistic goals and values. Such ethical decisions are not only focal in shaping 
the moral tone of legal practice; they may go some way towards explaining a firm’s longevity 
and social standing in the community (Sama and Shoaf, 2008).  
According to Ross (2010), a “technical application of ‘the law’ in interpreting ethical rules 
leads to a very narrow moral universe” given ‘legalism’ “emphasises the use of logical or 
rational thought without giving proper concern for values” (p. 31). Relying on rational 
thought alone will not “work to solve ethical problems because it operates only in one 
dimension” – a dimension that separates law from the principles and morals of the decision 
maker (Ross, 2010, p.10). If lawyers are to act ethically, they must connect with a human 
soul or spirit – a set of moral principles that help frame decisions around caring for others and 
the broader community. By stressing the importance of helping clients in dire straits and 
measuring success in prosocial terms, lawyers demonstrate moral sensitivity and the 
“awareness of how [their principled] actions affect other people” (Rest and Narváez, 1994, p. 
23).  Taking on the perspective of individual clients in a fair and responsible manner is given 
priority by partners in this firm, not just as a core work activity, but as a moral value relative 
to other values such as making a decent living. Moral motivation is also shown by partners in 
an open-door policy where anyone can ask them a question irrespective of their position; 
again this is not just a principle of good teamwork – it reflects a decision to prioritize open 
communication and personal support above values of hierarchy and respect for status success.  
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Whether the decision to give priority to moral values above other competing values 
reflects the application of accepted moral standards (Kantian logic), or is based on character 
virtues such as integrity and judgment (Aristotelian character), is difficult to discern given the 
fragments of data that have been collected. Whatever their source however, it seems these 
moral values play an integral role in extending codes of professional conduct into the 
everyday life of lawyers. An important enabling principal here is partners’ pragmatic 
assessment of what works well for lawyers and also what works best for the firm. As social 
values and belief systems continue to expand the way individuals and organizations think 
about the employment relationship (O’Donohue and Nelson, 2009), pragmatic legitimacy is 
likely to reflect broader principles of exchange such as how work may further "an espoused 
principle or cause” and contribute to improving societal well-being (Thompson and 
Bunderson, 2003, p. 571). Partners operating at higher levels of moral development may 
decide to capitalize on these broader employment perspectives by aligning lawyers’ valued 
causes or principles to particular clients and case loads and communicating the firm’s social 
value orientation widely throughout the legal community (Du et al., 2010). 
Conducting professional duties in accordance with a strong moral outlook is not behavior 
we often associate with lawyers, particularly those that practice in large commercial law 
firms (Linowitz, 1994; Mescher, 2008). In such firms, lawyers face constant pressures to 
identify with clients that reward them for advice they want to hear. One major criticism is 
that in the process of identifying closely with their clients and giving more weight to their 
own financial interests, lawyers act as mere businessmen and dispense with ethical 
considerations. In this firm, no evidence was found of lawyers surrendering their professional 
integrity at the expense of financial or client interests. This may be because the firm’s 
partners have intentionally managed the business over the years to preserve its family 
orientation and independence and not be beholden to the demands of large commercial 
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businesses. Although the firm has recently expanded into commercial work for a number of 
large corporate entities, this work still only represents 20 per cent of total work undertaken by 
the firm. Indeed, by always running the firm on the principle of achieving a balance between 
serving the needs of individual clients (prosocial work) and deriving enjoyment from work 
(balanced working hours), partners have made a conscious decision not to sacrifice 
professional and moral obligations for the sake of commercial considerations. This taken for 
granted aspect of the working culture represents a powerful source of cognitive legitimacy 
given it fits the moral values of partners, the client base, the size of the firm and its history. A 
failure to understand why these values fit local circumstances may lead us to overestimate 
how firms of similar size may “operate under different competitive conditions, adopt 
different business strategies, confront particular ethical issues, and generate contrasting – and 
sometimes internally inconsistent – organizational cultures” (M. Regan, personal 
communication). 
 
Conclusion 
This case study has shed some light on how partners’ professional ideals and ethical values 
shape the everyday life of lawyers in a mid-tier firm. It suggests a firm can evolve into a 
moral community and claim a ‘goodness payoff’ when its members collectively act in a 
principled manner and pursue work activities that others, inside and outside the firm, perceive 
as legitimate and socially desirable. However, a word of caution needs to be tendered in 
respect to study findings. The study relied principally on partner and lawyer interview data 
and did not triangulate other data collection techniques to strengthen the credibility of 
findings (Morse and Richards, 2002). Moreover, gaining access to partners and lawyers in 
different settings over a period of time would allow greater insights into how professional 
ideals and ethical values might sustain a moral community in legal practice.  
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Notes 
1 Ross (2010) cites evidence from a Morgan poll conducted in June 2009 indicating lawyers 
have not been successful as a professional group in legitimizing their roles in the eyes of the 
Australian public. Only 30 per cent of respondents rated lawyer ethics and honesty as “very 
high” or “high”. Different reasons have been put forward for why the public holds lawyers 
in such low esteem including a mass media criminal law image that portrays lawyers as 
dishonest, greedy people motivated solely by “earning high incomes and manipulating 
complex law (made that way by lawyers) for the benefit of their rich clients” (Ross, 2010, 
p. 24). 
2 In accordance with a University Ethics Protocol, partners and lawyers consented in writing 
to a recorded interview, the collection of demographic data (e.g. age, time in firm, work 
specialization), and allowing interview data to be used for publication purposes. 
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